
PerCall Cost Study 

payphone on the premises ownet's property generates sufficient revenue to pay 
for itself. This premises owner need not pay the LEC PSP for the operation of 
the payphone, but the LEC PSP may not generate enough revenue from the 
payphone operation to pay the premises owner a location payment. In the third 
scenario, the payphone generates revenue sufficient for the premises owner to 
require the LEC PSP to pay a location rent" (1146). Although stated in terms of 
LEC PSPs, it is clear that the Commission intended this concept to apply to 
independent PSPs as well. 

The Commission elected to use the second (marginal location) scenario for two 
reasons. First, basing per-call costs and cornpensation levels on the number of 
calls at a marginal location will give PSPs an opportunity to recover their costs, 
including a normal return on the assets used (7139). Second. while the use of a 
marginal location does not ensure that all payphone locations will be profitable? 
it is consistent with Congress's stated objective of ensuring widespread 
deployment of payphones: "if we were to base the default compensation amount 
on the average payphone location, many payphones would become unprofitable 
and exit the industry. We therefore conclude that we should use the marginal 
payphone location when establishing the default compensation amount" (9141). 
The Commission determined that a limited number of payphone locations would 
be unprofitable if per-call compensation is based on a marginal location analysis, 
but concluded that a calculation of per-call costs based on the volume of calls at 
a marginal location "should promote the continued existence of the vast majority 
of payphones" (759). 

The Commission's marginal location analysis is applied in this cost study. 

Method of Identification 

The Commission defined a marginal location as one in which a PSP is able to 
recoup its costs, including a fair return on investment, but generates insufficient 
revenue to provide for a commission payment to the location owner.3 In our 
analysis, we collected information related to a statistically-valid sample of public 
payphone locations. Because it is impossible to determine a priori which are 
marginal (i.e. no commission) locations, we have collected information regarding 
a larger sample of locations than was necessary to ensure statistical reliability. 
Based on the information collected regarding this larger sample, we identified the 
marginal locations. Results are reported for these "marginal payphones" (the 
average per-payphone costs and average number of calls at payphones for 
which no commissions are paid to the premises owner). 

'Specifically. the Commission concluded that "our approach is not designed to make every 
payphone profitable. Payphones with sufficiently low call volumes or sufficiently high costs will not 
be profitable, regardless of the compensation amount we establish" ((179). 
'7139. 
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D. ANALYSIS 

D.1 DATA SOURCES AND RELIABILITY 

In order to calculate a rate for dial-around compensation in the Third Report and 
Order, the Commission relied on data submitted by the BOCs. BOC-affiliated 
PSPs. and independent PSPs if that information was sufficiently documented. 
For example, equipment costs reported by independent PSPs were utilized in 
order to accurately reflect the fact that these costs can vary significantly by 
location: “Because payphones serve a wide variety of locations, we find that the 
capital cost data from actual payphone operations will better reflect a PSPs 
actual costs” (7135). A number of important inputs, including equipment types 
and call volumes, were collected from individual PSPs. 

For other costs, the Commission relied on the LEC’s tariffed rates (7138). This 
cost study utilizes LEC billed amounts for costs associated with LEC charges. 
LEC charges are based on PSP-reported costs, as validated with LEC bills. 

The Commission specifically rejected embedded costs (ml30, 134) and costs 
based on the costs incurred by companies providing non-payphone services 
(7135). This study utilizes forward-looking inputs and PSP-specific data. For 
example, equipment prices are based on vendor quotes for currently available 
equipment. 

D.2 CATEGORIES OF COST 

D.2.1 Local Service Line Charges 

Local Service Charges are based on actual (billed) Local Exchange Carrier fees 
for a payphone line, including basic line charges, End User Common Line 
Charge (EUCL), Primary lnterexchange Carrier Charges (PICC) if applicable, 
blocking and screening, 91 1 fees, and applicable taxes as billed by the LEC. For 
areas in which Local Measured Service is used, only the line portion of the 
charge has been included. 

0.2.2 Equipment Costs 

Equipment costs are a function of the acquisition cost of the equipment, the 
useful life (and corresponding depreciation rate), and a fair return on investment. 
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D.2.2.1 Equipment Acquisition Costs 

Acquisition costs were calculated using vendor quotes and equipment 
configurations reported by PSPs. Only current equipment prices have been used 
in order to assure that only forward-looking costs have been represented. The 
calculation of equipment costs used in the study is detailed in Section D.5.4. 
Coin mechanism costs have not been included in the equipment as configured. 

The PSPs' cost to acquire and install this equipment has been capitalized in this 
analysis. 

D.2.2.2 Depreciation Rate (Useful Life) 

The useful life of an investment is directly impacted by two constraints. First, the 
investment can be consumed or rendered unusable by wear and tear. This 
constraint is typically the limiting factor in the useful life of a durable asset in a 
stable industry. Second, the useful life of an investment can be limited because 
of technological changes that render the asset obsolete. This constraint is 
typically the limiting factor in the useful life of a technology-based asset (such as 
computers), or assets utilized in an industry characterized by rapid change in the 
functionality required by customers. 

While available evidence regarding changes in payphone technology strongly 
suggests that equipment placed today will have a useful life of less than ten 
years, we have utilized the Commission's ten year depreciable life in this study. 
The use of such an assumption will cause the results to be conservatively low. 

Capital costs are shown in detail in Section D.5.5. 

D.2.2.3 Return on Investment 

Return on investment should be representative of a normal economic profit on 
the capital investments made in order to provide the service. When this return on 
investment is included in the cost calculation: a rate set equal to the calculated 
cost would permit the provider to receive a fair return on investment. 

While available financial data strongly suggests that the operation of a PSP 
carries more financial risk that the operation of a Tier 1 Local Exchange 
Company, a cost of capital of 11.25% is utilized in this study. This is the value 
used by the Commission to calculate costs in the Third Report and Order. 

'The Commission has historically required this treatment of return on investment in cost studies 
conducted by the LECs. and adopted this approach when calculating costs to support its rate for 
dial-around compensation. 
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The monthly amount needed to recover the payphone provider's return of capital 
(depreciation) and return on capital (ROI) is calculated using a methodology that 
is identical to that used by the Commission when calculating these costs in the 
Third Reporf and Order. 

Capital costs are shown in detail in Section D.5.5. 

D.2.2.4 Taxes 

A composite local, state, and federal tax rate of 39.25% is used. This is the 
value used by the Commission in the Third Reporf and Order. 

Capital costs are shown in detail in Section D.5.5. 

D.2.3 Operating Expenses - Repair and Maintenance 

This information was collected directly from PSPs. The data collection process is 
detailed in Sections D.5.2 and D.5.3. 

D.2.4 Sales, General, and Administrative (SG8A) 

This information was collected directly from PSPs. The data collection process is 
detailed in Sections D.5.2 and 0.5.3. 

D.2.5 Collection Costs 

This information was collected from APCC. Compensation collection costs 
included fees for billing aggregator services and legal and consulting fees 
incurred in litigation with IXCs. Unlike the cost categories described above, 
compensation collection costs are specific to dial-around calls. These costs are 
calculated as a per-call amount. 

D.2.6 Interest 

Interest for a four-month time lag prior to payment is calculated in accordance 
with the Third Report and Order, based on an annual rate of 11.25%. 
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D.3 Per-Call Compensation Rate Calculation 

In order to calculate a per-call cost for a marginal payphone, we used the 
averaging approach utilized by the Commission in the Third Report and Order. 
Specifically, the input values for each category of cost were averaged across all 
locations. For example, LEC line costs averaged $36.95 per month for the 
marginal payphone locations studied. The monthly average for each cost 
category was then summed to develop an average per-location cost for that 
category. Call volumes were likewise averaged across all payphones. The per- 
call cost was then calculated by dividing the monthly fixed cost per marginal 
payphone location by the average number of calls (all call types). 

D.4 Data Collection 

D.4.1 Sample Design 

Data collection was carefully designed to ensure a statistically valid sample and 
avoid distortion of the results. A database maintained by APCC Services was 
used as a proxy for the universe of payphones. This database contains ANIS for 
over 400,000 payphones across the country. In order to ensure the data 
collected is representative of all locations, it is necessary to ensure a sufficient 
sample size. In addition, the sample was stratified in order to ensure that each 
NPA would be represented. This stratification resulted in a total sample size 
(approximately 940 payphones) that is larger than necessary in order to ensure 
randomness and statistical validity. The use of a stratified sample rather than a 
simple random sample increased the logistical complexity but increased the 
likelihood that any geographic differences in cost characteristics will be fully 
captured. 

The sample was created through the following process: (1) the percentage of 
payphone lines in each NPA was calculated, (2) a total sample size was 
calculated to ensure that all NPAs (including those with the lowest percentage of 
the total lines) would contain at least one member of the sample, (3) each NPA 
was assigned a weighting based on the number of payphone lines in that NPA, 
(4) an appropriate number of ANIS were randomly selected from the population of 
each NPA based on that weighting. 
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D.4.2 Survey Design 

A survey was created in order to elicit the necessary information from individual 
PSPs. The survey was distributed via email and fax, and results were received 
via email, fax, and US.  mail. 

The survey form and accompanying instructions are attached in Sections 0.5.2 
and D.5.3. 

D.5 CALCULATIONS AND WORKPAPERS 

The following workpapers have been included in this section: 

D.5.1 

0.5.2 Instructions to Survey Respondents 

D.5.3 Survey Form 

D.5.4 Equipment Cost Calculations 

0.5.5 Capital Cost Summary 

D.5.6 

Summary of Data Sources by Cost Category 

Summary of Average Call Volumes, by Call Type 
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E. Detailed Results 

The following reports have been included in this section: 

E . l  

E.2 

Costs by Cost Categoty, Marginal Payphones 

Study Results by Category vs. comparable Costs from Third 
Report and Order 
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Hearingthe Call 
If you’re on the wrong side of the digital divide, what does it take to get by? 

Thirty-five cents and a glimmer of hope BY ~ 1 2 A  MUNDY 

P R E S E N T E D  W I T H  P A Y  P H O N E S  lined up one after another in a continuous, multi-phone 
bank, the average person will place a call from the phone on the extreme left or right, rarely the 
phone in the middle. This way, the d e r  may have a person to one side but will not, most likely, 
have a person to both sides. It’s a feeble but surprisingly predictable way in which people claim a 
few inches of personal space, a sliver of privacy in a world where the phone booth--lie the of- 
fice with a door that doses-seems a quaint luxury from a long-ago past. 

Though, in truth, there’s little privacy to be had from any modern pay phone at all. 
“It‘s a bacterial infection!” says a teenage girl one hot weekday af‘ternoon, making a call from 

one of the phones that line a low wall at the entrance to the Ballston Metro station. They are 
Verizon phones, five of them, mounted on posts and separated by only the thinnest partitions. 

“Yes. Giovanni? I was wondering if I could come in today to get my face waxed instead of 
coming in . . . Okay, thanks,” says an oflice worker at the same bank of telephones. 

“Why you want to see me?” giggles a girl into a phone. “Shut up! I’m certified legal!” 
“Steve blasted me right in the teeth!” says a man with a yellow-gray ponytail. 
“Carlotta! Carlotta! Listen!” says another man. “They want $ ~ o o !  Listen! I HAVE talked to 

“I love you, too,” says another. 
“My grandfather’s on his dyin’ bed,” says another. 

somebody else! Five hundred dollars is GOOD !I’ 

: j  i 
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“I lost my job,” says another. 11 
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Anorher afternoon, a woman approaches the Ballston phones 
and hads  for the leftmost one. She is a shortish woman, about 
30. with her hair pulled hack and an open, optimistic look on 
her face. wearing a summer ensemble of blue capri pants and 
black cotton shirt. While she talks she cats a hot dog. 

“Hi! I called to check in with you!” she says. “I’ve been busy 
looking for a job but I wanted to update you! Saturday I got on 
the job path, I fired off some rtsumb, I went to an interview 
for a counter person, 1 went to a job counselor.” She listens for a 
minute. thcn says, “The place is a shelter. I have a living room, 
kitchen, dining room. The boys have their own room. They’re 
already in school. They can go from 7 a.m. to 6. Chili’s offered 
me a job, but they only pay $2.13 an hour, plus tips. At Chili’s 
you’re not going to make any money in tips unlesr you work 
weekends. I un’t get day care on weekends. And then, Glifor- 
nia Pizza offered me a job from XI to 8 at night. The problem is, 
Arlington County offers only IO hours of day a r e ,  and you 
have to utilize those hours. So I’m trying-my goal is to be 
working hy next Friday. They said if you don’t get work, you’re 
going hack to prison. Oh God, happy birthday! 1 didn’t know! 
Happy birthday!” 

Human dramas, enacted in front of five pay phones in a puhlic 
square, fiv. M y  rhatcrs of hope and low and h y  and yuming. 
Fivc phones that stand witnm to a s c r a m  of urgent convenations 
that cost-a bargain now more than ever-just 35 ceno to express. 

‘All my money! All my money!’ 

YOU CAN TELL T H E  MALE MODELS bcaw they arc the ones 
with their slacks mUed up. They arc the ones with wads of t i u c  
paper tucked into their c o l h  in the hack, to keep the swat 

fiom coalacing and running down their ncdrs and ruining their 
shirrs. The models are posing in front of the Nature Conscr- 
-cy building, assuming postures (hands clasped in front. lcgs 
d) intended to make them look l i  sexy, powerful accu- 

mova owr to the n a t  phone. at which point she & she 
no longer see the numbers she wrote on the mll of the other 
phone becaw the cord is too short. SO she has to k q  bobbing 
over to see the numbers. then hobbing hack to dial. Finally she 
reaches someone. talks for a while, calls somebody elsc, talks, 
and hangs up. 

Her name is Maria Teresa &p& She is from El Salvador 
hut now lives in an apmment about a mile from Balkton. To. 
day, as usual, she left her home for a cleaning job; shortly after- 
ward she was hailed by some pcoplc who wanted dimtions to 
the Peruvian Embassy in Washington, so she st in their car and 
told them how to gct there. Then she got on a bus to Ballston, 
where she planned to arch a second bus to her job in McLean, 
only when she got hac, she realized she had left her wallet some- 
where. The wallet containing all her identification papers and 
$300,  with which she was going to pay her rent. “All my 
money?” she wails. “All my money? 

So she did, in her desperation. what pcoplc in desperation 
have traditionally done: She found a pay phone and sought assis- 
cance-in rhi uy from the man who picked up the phone at 
the Peruvian Embusy. She described her emergency and askcd if 
the family she gave directions to had gotten there; the person 
who vwwcrcd said no, hut suggated she aL0 d the P c ~ v i ~ l  
consulate. Nobody there had seen the family, hut a s&member 
invited her to d back later, she says. so shaken that she has de- 
cided to forgo the cleaning job. rake the bus hack home and use 
her home phone to try to rnricvc rhc wallet. When she leaves. 
the only record of her emergency is the set of phone numbers 
she has scrawled in her panic. 

‘I’m calling to ask you this one question’ 
HERE IS THE STATE of the pay phone: One person desperately 
needs it, and one person h d y  knows it still e&. In America, 
rhi is a nov thing. There was a time when both these pcopk- . .  

tiva; they are surrounded by an entourage of men 
and women carrying walkie-talkies and dl phones. 
T h e  group has no contact with the Ballston Metro 
pay phons. until, at one point, some of them drift 
across Fairfu Drive, to thc corner where the phona 
are located, and a woman approaches them and 
shyiy borrows a pencil. 

She is a tiny woman, dressed in white painter 
pants and a white shirt, and brown tassel loafers so 
old the scams have split at the toes. She bas black 
blunt-cur hair and the expression of a woman who 
is drowning. For quite some time she has heen try- 
ing to use a pay phone. any of them, all of them: 
she has been running up and down the phone 
bank, thwarted by her own panic, which causes 
her to drop coins and scrabble to retrieve them 
and chunk the receiver down prematurely. Now 
she takes the pencil and collccts herself enough to 
place a call. “Allo! Allo!” she says, and thcn, having 
no paper, scribbles some numbers on the phonei w 
face on which the pencil works surprisingly well. 

After chat she cannot get the phone to work anyrn 
~~ 

LIZ. Mundy Is a Nff IMN Io1 the Magazine. She will be flsldlng 
qY.ltlons and comnunCl about lhis artide at t p.m. Tuesday on 
m n r . r r ~ ~ h l n ~ t o n p m ~ l l i - ~ I l ~ ~ .  

st&dcd cleaning lady, male model with an out- 
door assignment-would probably have used a 
pay phone. The phone company had a phrase for 
them: People who were “away from home or of- 
fice“ used a pay phone: anybody who was on the 
move, rich or poor, gangster or salesman, at some 
point used a pay phone. Which is how the pay 
phone h e ,  in America, a symbol of unity, of 
connectedness, of a nation brought together by 
well-placed and far-reaching land lines. The pay 
phone was a place where soldicrs lined up to call 

s, businessmen their oficcs, travelers their 

Not anymore. Now the pay phone symbolizes 
not unity, but bifurcation; not belonging, but 
alienation; not connectivity, but a srarc of literally 
being not connected. Now a cell phone is what the 
haves have and a pay phone is what the have-nots 
have. Nor exactly a vcsrigc, rhc pay phone is now a 

ostly, through which the have-nots articulate the 
wish they did have. It is a vessel into which they 
desire for things, like, in Maria &pedis case, the 

fruits of their labor, the cash they earned, whatever they need to 

It’s funny how ohcn the thing people want from a pay phone, 

to ask you this one question,” shouts a furious 
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woman dressed in a flowing white dress, an hour or  so after 
Maria Zcpcda has caught the bus homc from rhc Ballston 
phones. This woman is Carrying a red pockcrbook. wcaring red 
shhocr and pulling a litde red an. "If I need to usc my card for a 
small m o u n t  of groceries, will I still be able to acccss my ac- 
count at Fleet? Okay That's 211 I need to know. WIII my credit at 
Fleet continuc? I pay my bills, I'm a good customer, and you 
n m r  should have emburvwd me that way! That's dl I need to 
know! I need to get some groccries today, and will I be able to 
use my urd! And your n m e  is what? Mn. Jones? Just a mo- 
ment! Will I be able to accm my account? Havc you noticcd any 
month in r8 months dut a paymcnt has nor becn mer? Or that 
I've misused my cud?  No! Make a notation if you wdl that I still 
would like my account to continue past October. Could you is- 
sue a q u a t  for an increase in the cash of about $TOO? About 
$750 would k exact!" ' Or, what thc person wants could be as concrete as a safe placc ! to stay: '"How arc you, Mary?" says a woman, xizing the middlc 
phone on a busy day. 'I was going to sec if you could go there i tomorrow. I u n  meet you there if you want me to. He's probably 
drunk, lih always. Yes. That's why I got to find a new apartment 

for me and Diana only Ycs. I have my Face all bruised up. The 
lady that I wcnt to the interview with tried to help me. She 
asked me if I m t e d  to pres chuges. I told her the only thing 1 
want is for him to pay the child support for my lide girl." 

Or any place to stay at all: "It's going really, really, really 
slowly," says one young man on a pleasant cvening, holding a 
computer printout of a rental shm. 

O r  something better to wcar: "Men's Wcuhousc!" says a man 
calling 41. "Men's Wcarhousc! Men's! Wearhow!" 

Or  somcplacc better to work "You said you have restaurant 
serviccr? How would I go about getting an interview with you?" 
says a young woman wearing a red shirt that identifies her as an 
employee of Ruby Tuesday, a chain restaurant louted just be- 

thc call; she dashes back in, thcn. hours later, dasher back out 
and calls someone else. "I have an interview next week! Iis a 
restaurant service. CM I ask you something? Do you ever get 
buttcrflics? Do you cvcr think about things? Do you cver wonder 
about things! Because I've beem wondering about things. Thais 
natural, right? Okay, I gotta go, 'cause I'm still on the floor." 

Or any job at all: "I think I found a job," says the earlier job- 

yond the Metro phones. She has dashed out from work to make 



huntingwoman, rhe one who hca a return to prison if shc doani  
tind cmploymcnt. Them arc a number of rcgdars at thc W t o n  
phon-nstruction workers who nced to sort out insurancc 
bills, Metro cmploym, officc workcrs on their lunch break-and 
rhi woman, it rums out, is onc of thc most rcgdar wrs, placing 
calls from the phones w c n l  times a mck. This day. a wcck or so 
after hcr initial convcrsation, she has shown up at hcr usual time, 
and haded to her usual phonc, the lcfunost onc. and assumed her 
usual voicc, which is dcar and chccry and loud. 

To whocvcr is on the othcr cnd, shc explains char thc job shc 
thinkc is the better option, the California Pizu Kitchen job, goa 
from I I  to 8. Thc problem is, she will need to take her two young 
sons out of prcschool. bcuusc thc school is only open until 
6 o'clock. Her inhnr daughtcr's daycarc pmvidcr, who is more 
flaihlc. has offcrcd to take thcm all day and can kccp thcm until 
9. If she moves the boys out of school, shc will havc a job. If shc 
has a job, she won't go back to jail. But her boys won't be in a 
stimulating prexhool environment. Thcy'll bc in a day-care cn- 
vimnmcnt, with babies. 

"I doni know which one to take," shc says. 

'You are a married couple now' 

SOMETIMES, OF COURSE. all somcbody wants from a pay 
phonc is to say whcrc thcy are. 
'I'm in front." 
'I'm in Ballston." 
"Thcrc uc bcncha on the strca whcrc you drop pcoplc 06 

'Hem I am, on Fairfax Drive." 
'Ballston! what's taking you so long?" 
A lot of sd-bury pay phona uc load at major transportation 

MOCIS Merro Center, Union Station, National Airport. Thac uc 
p h  whuc pmplc will ahvays n d  to updarc lovcd ones, say hello 
bmRen lligha OrpLin that their uain is delayed, and orhenvise 
a;rmtc, under modcm conditions. the ancicnt chal- 
lcngc of locating t h d v a  in h e  and spacc. 

"I'll bc at the Ballston mall eating dinner and 
then I'll go to thc public library," says a dl sandalcd 
young man, in a German accent, one evening. "I'll 
bc eating hcrc for the ncxT 15 minutes and I'U bc at 
the library." 

Boring, maybe, to l i tcn to, except that aftcr a 
while all of rhac quick, hcrc-I-am-check-in-w a- 
changa s~ to feel like pocvy, a rcfrain of dircc- 
tion-giving, like plotting p in t s  on a compass, Iikc 
navigating by thc scars. It SUN to take on a mcan- 
ing: the rcpctirive chant of a whirling mass of pmplc 
on thc move. nor d u c n t  commuters but pcoplc 
who arc working hard to become d u c n t ,  pcople 
who aren't sitting in air-conditioned WIS stuck on 
thc Beltway or 1-170 or 1-66 hut, instcad, get 
around by taking the bus, and from timc to timc try 
co reach p p l e  who arc b o  getting around by tak- 
ing the bus. kforc ir was a Mctro station, Ballston was onc of 
Northcrn Wrginiis major bus cxchangcs, and hcrc. at thc inter- 
section of Stuart Street and Faidax Drive, pcoplc arc constantly 
gcrting off the bus from Culmorc and catching the bus ro Tysons 
Corner, p i n g  off the bus from Hunting Towers and onto the 
one to Pentagon City, stopping at thc phones, which are located 
directly in the path of pcoplc making transfers. 

"I u l l  and say, "cy, baby, I'm hcrc,' " says James Lcwis, a 

and w'U bc thcrc." 

," 
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thin man in a grccn Barbados T-shirt who each morning pLa 
the G m n  Linc to L'Enfant Plaza and the Onngc Linc to &II- 
ston, rhcn gcrs on a bus to his job as a dog arcukcr at an animal 
hospital in McLCan. At Ballston-35 minutes after hc last saw 
her-hc always stops to tclcphonc his fiancee. "It's just habit," hc 
says. "11's just something I do." 

"Not that daughtcr! Your other daughter! I'm down hcrc at 
Ballston!" shouts a woman. "I'm on my way! Thcn I'll havc to go 
back out again!" 

"I'm living in Virginia!" says anothcr woman. "I want to give 
you my nm phone number. GII me after 9 or IO pm. Is that 
okay with you? YM, yes. I will let you know because you arc a 
marricd couple now, and evcryrhing is different. But I want to 
bc able to plk to you. Okay?" 

Mcr a whilc the wnvcrsarions sccm almost aistcntial: a sort 
of is-anybody-liming cry, an attempt to dcduc  one's position 
to a univcrsc that may, or may not, bc listening. 

"How do you UK this?" says a woman who approachcs thc 
tclcphonc. Thc Ballston phona arc also down rhc stmt from 
the Immigration and Natunliution Service. which mans they 
get constant usc from immigrants. A rcccnt cmigrc from 
Uganda, rhis woman is holding thc hand of a toddler girl, and 
arrying, in her othcr hand, a slip of papu with a phone number 
wirtcn on it and a inglc word, 'Elias." For some time she tries 
to rad rhc phonc. She rads thc sign that says Verizon, and she 
rads thc l i dc  bumn that tells you how to d e  the volume 
loudcr or softer. and she mds thc p l d  at the bomm that tells 
you whom to call if thc phonc is not wor& and nonc of this 
helps with her basic problcm. which is rhat she has not thc 
h in t a t  idea how to p laa  a call from an American pay phone. So 
she gcu a stnngcr to did for her, and whcn a voicc mailbox an- 
swers, shc says softly, "I am moving," and l a v a .  

'You and I are NOT having sex anymore' 
I N  T H E  PAST C O U P L E  of yCarS Acre havc 
been a numbcr of odes written to thc disappcar- 
ing pay phone. Most of them point out that the 
numbcr of pay phones has dropped by about 
400,000, to 2.2 million, evcn as cell phonc usage 
has grown by almost 100 pcrccnt. One of these, 
an essay by Ian Frazicr in Mothcr Jona. rccounts 
an cpisodc whcn Frazicr was living in a Monuna 
u b i n  whilc his girlfricnd was living in Sarasota, 
Fla. Hc had a phone. Shc didn't. One night she 
ullcd him from a pay phone. and whcn shc ran 
out of money, Frazicr wrote down the numbcr 
and d l c d  her back Somc timc after that, he fclt 
thc urgc to ulk to hcr, so on a whim hc dialcd the 
pay phonc. His girlfriend happcncd to be walking 
by and pickcd it up. Much latcr, on a trip to Dis- 
ncy World. chcy madc a special trip to show thcir 
kids the phone. "It didn't imprcss thcm much," 
Fnzicr writes. 

The funny thing is, chi still happens. Pay phones still ring; 
thcy ring a lot. Somctimes thcy ring for reasons rhat arc ncvcr 
quitc clear. One wcckday aftcrnoon, a man in a bluc sports shirr 
and bluc boar shoes goo through an odd ritual at thc Ballston 
phones. in which he goes up to thc sccond phone from thc Icft, 
wipes thc earpiccc-not the mouthpiece, but the carpiccc-with 
a tiny napkin, then placa a call and hangs up. Thcn hc waits for 
the phone to ring, which it  docs, but he does not answer it. 



Then he repcats the r i d :  wipe, d, hang up, wait, listcn, unril 
at Lrt he goa amy. 

Orha dma, sommne alL someonc dsc from a pay phone. ah 
a d e  and hangs up, then the perron who w alled has another 
&,ought. Nowadays, that pmon dizlr ‘69. and thc pay phone rings. 

“Could I s p e a k  IO Sam?” says a woman around noon one day 
‘Hc just d c d  mc from there. Hci  waring tan pants and a tan- 
md-white shin.” Despite the fact that this woman knows Sun 
well enough to remember what hc was wearing this morning, 
she has to ask “Where is  this phone anyway?” 

a person placu a all from a pay phone to someone who screens 
calk; the pcrron screening calls yts the number and ullr back; 
by then the perron at the pay phone has walked away 

“Somebody just d l c d  mc from this phone,” says a mani 
voice onc night. “It was my son. Is he okay?” 

Even whcn they do connect. the outcome is not always p rev .  
Standing at a middle phone, a teenage girl x r m s ,  “So were you 
with somcbody elx last night?” Shc is a dark-haired girl. wearing 
a hooded sweat shin. Wkh her arc mo other teenagers, carrying 

~ bags From Wet Sal, a Ballston Common store that sells barc- 
midriff-rypc clothing for juniors. 

“Yeah! No! No! No, it’s not even that! You’re trying to say that 
everyrhing you’ve donc, I’ve donc!” the girl shouts. “YOU think 

me and five girls and some dudes! I don‘t scc why it matters be- 
cause I’m not going to bc [cxplctivc] you anymore because I 
don’t even care. Like, man, you BEEN with somcbody else! Oh! 
Oh! Oh! Not at all! But I just want you to h o w  that you and I 
are NOT having sex anymore! I want you to h o w  that!” 

The girl hangs up and stalks away. The phone rings; she re- 

“Is t h i s  Joy?” asks another caller. 
’Wmda?” sayr someone clsc. 
“Emin!” says a mother, around XI o’clock on a Friday night, 

she d e d  mc. She is waiting for me to mmc pick her up. Shc is 
short, with long dark hair. Do you see her?” 

T h e  crucial diffcrcncc bcovecn rhcsc calls and the one Fruicr 
madc is char thcrc is almost never a cosmic convcrgcncc, but, 
rather, a series of misconncctions. Thc more communications 
technology wc have-answering machinc, call waiting, caller 

whcn the phona arc nearly dcscrrcd. “My daughter-she is 15- I’m srupid? Please, man, hac‘s some stupid-ass [expletive]! It was 
: ‘ 
u 

! 
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fuscs to answcr. Afkr a fcw minuter. how- 
WCI, she coma back and puncher in some 
numbcrs. 

“Man. anyway, I know in my hean what 
I did!” she shours. “Nor anyrhing! Can you 
[cxplcrive] lisrcn, man? What rhc [cxplc- 
tivc]! Don’r cvcr-don’r call e n ?  what the 
[explerivcl THAT supposed IO accompli? If 
you rcll mc not to call you? Did you [cxplc- 
rive] that girl ycsterday? Did you kin, touch. 
anything thar girl? You wcrc on ccsrasy? 
You’rc nasry as [cxpletivc]! You swear to 
God! Lincn to me! Gn you listcn? Lisren! I 
didn’t havc norhin’ with nobody. 1 didn’t 
givc anybody my numbcr. How you going 
to sir therc and lie ro me! OOOOH! You 
know what? My new boyfncnd ain’t going 
ro r m r  mc lie thar!” 

”Why you men srill talking IO him?” 
onc of her fricnds says, walking over. 

“I don’t know!” the girl says. She hangs 
up and starts yelling at rhc phone. Thcn she 
Wnlks away. Then she wmcs back and lis- 
tens while onc of the othcr girls makes a call. 
Then she mlks away Then shc m. 

“Did the phone ring?” she asks. 

‘I’m going to hurt him’ 

They arc busy in rhc carly morning, whcn 
people go ro work, and busy at midday, 
whcn pmplc are on b ruk  from work, and 
probably busiest in rhc carly cvcning, 
when pcoplc arc gcrring off work and 
need to bc picked up or make plans. As 
night falls they becomc somewhat less 
busy, bur rhcre is almost nevcr a rimc 
whcn nobody is making a call. Pcoplc 
walk over from Flartop Grill and Srar- 
bucks and Tara Thai and Xando. all the 
sleek hip rcsrauranrs and coffee shops that 
materialized, almost overnight, to S C N C  

the  incrcasingly upxllc Ballston dcnizens: 
wmrnutcn who livc in luxury condos and 
apurmcnrs, exccutivcs who work in Iux- 
ury officcs, tourists staying in luxury ho- 
rcls likc rhc Hilton, which riscs over rhc 
phones. Three of its illuminarcd lctters 
arc burned our, so that ar nighr rhe sign 
uys”H on.” 

“How long ago did shc lave?“ a man 
in glisscs and shorts says one nighr, 
around IO. “This is her husband calling.” 

Near him, a man says, “Thcy gave mc a 
wurr datc. The sheriff was looking for me 
for rwo days. Thcy camc to my house. 
scrvcd the papers and read mc my riphrs. 
sct, rhar’s how much you know. Thcy d l  
your namc, you arcn*t rhcrc, they call it 

THE B W T O N  PHONES arc dways busy. 

one more rime and it’s a bench warmt! 
How many court dares havc you had?” 
Then he lisrens and says, “That’s the p r o b  
lcm. You always want to rhrcatcn me. You 
rcll mc what you‘re going ro do, well you 
do it.” Then he listens somc morc, and 
says, “If I’m going back up rhcrc, I’m go- 
ing back up thcrc ro rob somebody. 11’s go- 
ing to be somebody that rormcnred me dl 
my life.” Then he lisrcns some more, and 
says, ’You rcll Darncll I’m going to hurr 
him. I’m going to hurr that man. I’m go- 
ing ro hurr him.” 

Then he walks off into the darkness. 

‘Tell me what you need 
ONE DAY, in Ballston, rhcrc is a thunder- 
srorm. Like many rhundersrorms it arrivcs 
gradually, with a blackcning in thc west, 
out near 1-66. and rhcn rherc is a grcar 
deal of hot wind, and the rain blows in, 
and apart from thc chance of b e i  struck 
by lightning this is nor an immcdiatc 
problcm for thc people using the pay 
phones, bccause thc phones are under an 
overhang that protnrs the Metro aulator. 

Thc rain docs, however, cturc a prob- 
lem for thc vendors, who are set up ncar 
the phones. In fact, rhcrc’s a close com- 
mercial rclarionship between almost 
cvcryrhing, animate a n d  inanimate, 
around thc phones. The vendors and the 
phones are hcrc for the people using 
Mcrro trains and buses; the people using 
the phoncs tcnd also ro usc thc news- 
papers and jobhunring and how-hunting 
guides contained in boxcs near the  
phona; rhc newspaper boxes invitc morc 
pmplc to sir on thcm and hang around; 
pmplc hanging around attract more vcn- 
dors; morc vendors mcan more peoplc 
using rhc phones, crc., in a synergy of 
downscale merchandising. 

On this day, the wind crates a prob- 
Icm for Mohamad Sellami, ourdoor vcn- 
dor of sundry ircms like alarm docks and 
lighters and harrcria. Ir cream a problem 
for rhc vcndors of hip-hop CDs and in- 
cense, stuff so light rhar ir will easily blow 
away in a rainstorm, so whcn rhc wind 
srarrs rhcre is a grcat hustling and busrling 
and laying our of plastic shccts sccured by 
bricks. Though hcr warcs are hcavicr, the 
rain also creates a problcm for Maria 
Conncr. a 41-year-old Ecuadoran woman 
who operates a flowcr stand near rhc 
srrcer. Because rhc rain crcarcs a problem 
for her, a fcw minures after the rain srarts, 
onc of thc pay phones rings. “Hello?” says 
Maria, answering i r  aficr a fellow vendor 
AIS her over. On the orhcr end is hcr old- 



est son. H e  has called to find out if she 
needs him to come ovcr to Ballston and 
help. She tells him no, thanks, the rain is 
nor that bad. 

Maria Conncr is a sturdy brown- 
haired woman whose skin is usually glis- 
tening from the physical effort of selling 
flowers. It's a heavy thing selling flowers, 
much heavier than you'd think. Mornings, 
she gcts up and spends time with her chil- 
dren-not the oldest one, who is out dis- 
tributing newspapers. but the younger 
four, Then she gcts in hcr van. lavcs her 
home in Springfield, drives to two differ- 
ent warchouscs to buy flowcrs, drives to 
Ballston, parks on  Fairfax Drivc, lugs 
huvy buckets filled with water and flow- 
ers out of the van, finds a parking space, 
comes back, S C ~ S  up her stand, and sits 
down and sells, ideally, until the flowers 
arc gone, somerims as late as 9 p.m. 

During this, her children u l l  her in- 
cessantly. She is always being summoned 
IO the phone, sometimes by vendors and 
other regulars who know her, othcr timer 
by passersby who are a littlc uncertain 
what is going on. "Um, Maria?" a young 
man says, one day, walking hesitantly over 
to her stand, which is at rhe tip of the cor- 
ner of Fairfv Drivc and S t w  Street, so 
as to u t c h  business not only from bus 
and Metro users but from strolling cxccu- 
tivc types and even cars. Maria thanks 
him and trots the zo yards to the phone. 
"Tell me what you need," rhc says; it's her 
rq-year-old, asking her to bring pizza 
homc for dinner. 

Another day irk hcr 9-year-old. "HOW" 
says Maria, talking in a voice hmiiar to 
any working mother and the peoplc who 
work around her: a saccharine voice, high 
and sweet. "Okay, swcedc pie. I love you! 
That's okay. Lct me think about it. I'll ull 
you back, Okay. Okay. My-yes, baby. 
You can ask anything you want. Two ques- 
rions? You get two answers." 

There was a time when Maria's chil- 
dren callcd her on a cell phone. Problem 
was, they &led hcr so olren that shc in- 
variably exceeded cven a 1,6m-monrhly 
minute calling plan. "I had bills of $200~ 
$ 1 5 0 , "  shc says. Which was okay for a 
whilc; she had her own flower stands go- 
ing at several different Metro stations, sc 
up until rwo years ago she felt she could 
afford the ccll phone bills. '.I Dcccmbei 
1999. howcvcr, she was diagnosed with a 
double aneurysm behind one eye. After rc- 
covering from surgery. she had to scale 
down her businas, pay hospital bills, and 
ditch thc cell phone. 

So now the pay phone is her office 

phone. Her kids ull her here. her ncigh- 
bors call her here, her husband, who 
worh in a bank in Alexandria, calls her 
here, her sister u l l s  her here, her friends 
call her here. and hcr mother, who stays at 
homc with Maria's kids, calls her here. Bur 
probably the person who calls her the 
most is 11-ycar-old Jusiu. her only &ugh- 
tcr. One morning Maria has to have some 
mcdiul ratr,  and Jasia dls, &ward, 
to ask how they went. The doctors will 
condude that irk just swclling behind her 
cyc, and they will write a prescription and 
the hadaches she's been having will sub- 
side, but wen so Maria worries. 

Rally, she says, she would love not to 
work. She would love to bc a housewife, 
leave all the earning to her husband, the 
way her mother did whcn she was growing 
up. But she can't. So Maria wanu, from the 
pay phone, somcthing different from what 
most users here want What she WUI~ is 
not material gain. What she wanu is the 
thing she has rwificcd to achicve material 
gain: the sound of her childrcn's voices. 
What she wan= is to know what they arc 
reading and whom thcy are visiting and 
whcrher they had fun at the pool. What 
shc wants is to experience their lives, thc 
smallar detail, through rhc phone, which 
she always listens for; even when making a 
sale she keeps an car out for rhe tinkling, 
almost old-fashioned sound of rhc pay 
phone's ring. 

"Did you u l l  me?" one woman says, 
one day, when Maria has dashed to answer 
the ldtmost phone. 

"No," says Maria. "This is a pay 
phone." 

W a r  are you doing answcring a pay 
phone?" the woman snaps, and hangs up. 

Anorhcr day, thc phones arc broken. 
For morc than q hours none of Maria's 
kids can gct through. There is no sign say- 
ing broken phones, IO people show up and 
try to use them, an  endless irritated 
strcam, One man starts beating the IC- 
ceiver against the telephone in frustration. 
A d woman wearing a suit rries to place a 
dl. Fails, crosses Fairfur Drive to a phone 
near the 7-Elwen, makes a a l l ,  and br& 
down in terrible, having sobs. 

Among this crowd arrives, incvirably, 

time, she tries to use the phone. Then shc 
tries another. Then she gets on her bus, 
unable to say what she needed to say. 

the job-hunting woman. Around her usual 

'I'm spontaneous, sensitive' 

'THAT'S NOT mI-chat a whole bank 
of phones would go out of service," says 



Rul Fmncircherd. via president for mu- 
Lcring and pmdua development for Veri- 
ron Public Communications. known 
&cctionatcly in-house as the “coin divi- 
sion.” “Unless,” he  sa^, “there was a glitch 
maybe in the network that was behind the 
phone.” 

Hard to know. Public phones bre& all 
the time. Sometimes they break because 
the little metal box that holds the coins 
gets full (for the record, it holds about 
$no, give or take a dime or nickel) and 
n m  coins can’t drop down. At first. the 
Vcriwn employee who regularly checks 
and duns the Ballston phones suspected 
that was thc problem: “I can f ix little 
things,” she said, so before she squirted 
the phones with disinfectant, she removed 
the coin boxes and installed empty ones. 
But still the phona were broken. so she 
d c d  somebody at hudquvtcrs and bc- 
tween the two of them they got the 
phona working. 

Four of the phones, anyway. The  
phone in the middle had something hard 
and yellow stuck in the coin slot. The 
dean-and-check lady inserted two keys 
that enabled her to remove the face. 
When she did so. out fell a long strip of 
strapping tape: the narrow yellow tape 
used to secure cardboard boxes for mail- 
ing. Someone had stood at that middle 
phone and m e t h o d i d y  fed two feet of 
packing upc into the coin slot. 

At headquarters, Paul Ftancischctri is 
amused to hear thu. When you deal with 
pay phones for a living, you have to con- 
front certain things about human na- 
ture-for one, that we can be a point- 
lasly destructive species. Bur vandalism, 
while interesting to ulk about. is not his 
main challenge. His main challenge is en- 
suring that pay phones remain both ap- 
pealing and profitable. “The question I 
probably handle the most, at l a s t  within 
the past two years, is, you know, what’s 
the ~ U N K C  of the pay phone, whcrci it go- 
ing. Is the pay phone dying? No. It’s not. 
Is it healthy? Some are. LESS arc healthy 
than they used to be. Is i t  a shrinking 
market? Yes it is. And there are obvious 
rasons for that.” 

The obvious reason. he says, is not the 
invention of the cell phone. No, the obvi- 
ous reason is what began in Scprcmbcr 
1998, when cdl phone companies got into 
a pricc war, and started to offer flat-rate 
pricing for a certain number of minutes. 
Before flat-rare pricing, cell phones were 
the provine of the uppcr class. After flat- 
rate pricing, thc middle class gave some 
thought to how many minutes of phone 
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it each month. and decided 
yes, $19.99 for 200 minutes. it  
afford a cell phone. 

”you go back and look a t  just 
.bout any phone company there is, 
and you - look at vend lines of volume, 
and you an scc a kink in the curve, s n -  
ing in dut period. ofdownward use.” 

There are a number of consequences of 
IJU middle& shift. One of thee is that 
the phone companies are removing un- 
profitable phones. Contrary to popular 
Mid, howcvcr, thy are not mcessarily re- 
moving phons  upon which the poor de- 
pend. The most profitable phones con- 
tinue to he in urban and low-income 
spots, so men when a neighborhood tries 
to gm rid of a phone-as  neighborhoods 
Jomerimes do, out of concern about drug 
dealing-the phone company will do  
evnything p i b l e  m kcep that phone in 
place, including placating the neighbor- 
hood by blocking incoming calk. 

The pllce where pay phones are liMy 
m be removed is the f l u e n t  lowdensity 
sub&. So i f p ’ r e  a suburban cell phone 
holdout. you may have the hardest time 
finding a pay phone. 

There is another consquencc to the 
cell phone price wu. America has b m c  
a nation OW with minutes and their 
relative economic value. We’ve always 
been a time-conscious nation-Time is 
money4 He5 living on hmed time!- 
but now we view minutes as literally a 
commodity, something bought and sold 
and traded, like pork bellies. Minutes, 
now, are a strange and fungible thing, 
with a value that d u n p  year to year and 
month to month and day to day: Fret for 
the first loo, incredibly expensive after 
thaq you ncver know, W y ,  how much 
the minutes are going to cost on  your 
n a t  wireless phone hill. Bccausc of this, 
what you see are people hoarding their 
cell phone minutes and using the pay 
phone to make a long, I d ,  chatty d l .  
After all, if you unortirc those minutes, 
they seem. in comparison, free. 

We’ve aL0 become a nation in which 
minutes arc sold in hulk. like rice or toi- 
let paper. Entrepreneurs now purchase 
huge portions of long-distance minute  
from providers like AT&T or  Sprint, 
then rescIl t h e n  in the form of phonc 
urds, which are used all the time by im- 
migrants at the Ballston Metro phones. 
Near the phone is a big building, 901 N. 
SNarr St., containing luxury condos and 
a luxury rcswurant and a luxury bakery; 
there i s  virtually nothing inside for a 
non-luxury-type of person, except, at the 
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ncwssund, any n u m k r  of phone urds: 
Call Plus or Pasaporte Latino or True 
Connect, which offers 61 minutes IO 

Mexico for $5 ,  or 50 minutes to Bolivia, 
or 45 minutes to El Salvador. After they 
buy the cards, immigrants go to the 
phone, dial the long-distance number 
and an endless phone-card code, and 
then the phone urd  provider, through a 
computerized platform, switches them to 
AT&T or Sprint or some other company. 
Essentially, what the immigrants arc huy- 
ing is secondhand minutes. As with all 
secondhand things-clothes, baby 
strollers-sometimes the phone cards 
work well, and sometimes they don‘t. 

“Allo? Allo? Auo? Allo? Auo? Auo? Allo? 
Unldo? Uvaldo? Unldo? Uvaldo?” shouts 
one man. He is using a phone card but 
might as well be trying to shout all the 
way to his home country. 

‘How can I make a-Sri Lank!  Do 
you know? Or, zero, one! Do you know? 
Okay!” says a different caller. M e r  failing 
to get a call through, he says that he 
bought a $5 urd from a store on Colum- 
bia Pike; he hasn’t gotten through to his 
wife and kids any time he’s used it, hut 
“every time I’m calling, they deduct IO 
cents, 10 cents,” until all he has I& on the 
urd is $2.50. “I think its a lide game,” he 
sap. “I told the customer service pmple: 
It’s a p e  in this country.” 

Other games are afoot, too, in this 
minuteanxious world. One day, smack 
in the middle of a wcckday afterncan, a 
man named Anthony walks up to the 
middle phone-& middle phonc!-and 
has what he calls a “cud char.” 

Which is to say, Anthony-his chat 
name, not his real name-is placing a 
call to a number that’s a combination 
da t ing  service and phone-sex line. 
Women who want to chat with Livelinks 
can do so for free; men must become 
members, hut Livelinks, he explains, 
routinely offers trial memberships where 
the caller gcts a certain number of free 
minutes-at least loo, sometimes 
more-before being required to pay. Sa 
what Anthony does is, he joins from a 
pay phone and uses up his free minutes. 
When his trial membership expires, he 
simply opens another trial membership 
From a different pay phone. getting, for 
35 cents, limitless minutes in which he 
can he a player, live large, have, in his 
mind at least, all the women he wants. 
“You can meet some freakin’ women this 
way!” claims Anthony, who is only too 
happy to demonstrate how the chat line 
works. “Anthony,” he says in to  the  
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phone after dialing his membership 
code; while waiting for the service to 
:onnect, he explains char you l imn to 
messages left by different women, then 
push -2” to leave a mcsuge of your own, 
~t 3” to go live and chat. 
“Yah. I’m sensitive. spontaneous, I like 

ro go to movies, uke & into the park!“ 
he says. leaving a message for one woman 
and then another. 

‘Hey, Jackie! Give me a minute!” 
“Yes, Denise. thii is Anthony. I likc all 

those measurements so let’s get online!” 
says Anthony. who rarely seems able to 
persuade a woman to go “live” with him. 
Denisc lava a message wanting to know 
his age and occupation, and then Anthony 
leaves another megage saying, “I’m spon- 
taneous. sensitive. I like to do Tun things 
together, take mllrr together!” This gw 
on and on, pmving what may be the mon 
compelling truth about pay phones, a 
truth even more appam~t now, dunks to 
cell phons and the high price they’= pur 
on minutes. 

‘If you want to get on the phone and 
talk forever,” says Verizon’s Pad Francis- 
cheni, ‘it’s a bargain.” 

‘Can anythlng get worse here?’ 
‘HI! I’M SORRY I haven’t called in a wu- 

woman, who, it turns out. seemingly 
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ple of days,” says the  job-hunt ing  

wants the most complex things from a 
pay phone. How to describe what she 
wants? Support. Succor. A new life. Ad- 
vice. Employment. Everything! “Well, C 

um. the job search was going awful be- 
cause I didn’t have child care,” she says, 
talking at the phone across Fairfax Drive 
the day the Metro phones arc broken. 
‘The lady at California Pizza said 11 to 8, 
and I tried for two weeks to find day 
m e .  When I went to my counselor last 
night, they said, ‘Don’t take the boys out 
of school.’ I’d have to pay too much for 
child care. I was expected to work today 
but there was nothing I could do. So I 
called her and said, ‘I’m a single mom 
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and I don’t have day care.’ I said, ‘I want 
to thank you for offering me the job and 
if I get day care I would like to IUPP~Y.’ 

She said, ‘Don’t let a good job go. You 
can work IO to j!’ 

“For real!” the job-hunting woman 
says, joyously. W, 

“So whassup?” she continua, settling 
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in at the phone. “You sound down. I’m 
happy today Well, kind of happy. I was 
about giving up. I was like, ‘I’m a loser, 
I’m not going to find no job,’ I was so de- 
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pressed! You know thcy talk about thc 
depression stage. I was rcally in that last 
wcek. The people at rhc shcltcr wcrc say- 
ing, ‘Havc you found a job yet, have you 
looked for a job?’ And I’VC becn looking 
for a job, and not getting no job, that was 
strcssing mc out, and thcn [thc children] 
wcre acting out,  and then something 
good-I was, likc, can anything get 
worse hcrc? If I got hit by a TRUCK that 
would be an improvcmcnt in my lifc- 
then finally today 1 had good news. 1 
m a n ,  I get a job, I can work, and I can 
savc some money so I finally can move 
out of rhc shclrcr and have thcm all with 
mc, but thcn it’s likc, you know, child 
a r c  was an issuc and that was stressing 
mc out. and I’rn like, I’m doing cvery- 
thing I’m supposed to he doing, staying 
clean, and ain’t nothing good happening. 
I’m likc, I’m clcan now! You know, I want 
a placc of my own! And I want my kids 
to act right, don’t act up! This morning 
thc lady allcd up saying-my counsclor, 
every l i d c  noise shc’s srartlcd-and then 
thcy wcrc screaming this morning off 
‘Dragon Tales,’ singing a little song. and 
shc callcd up saying, ‘Are thcy screaming,’ 
and I’m likc-.” 

Shc listens, thcn ulks again. “When I 
w1s doing the wrong thing, seemed likc a 
lot of things a m c  easy. Now I’m doing 
the right rhing, it‘s likc cvcrythings com- 
ing hard. L s t  night, I was at the womcn’s 
group, and I was saying: ‘Can you just 
hclp mc cxplain this? Whcn I was using, I 
had a placc of my own. And now that I’m 
clean I’m homckss!’ I said, ‘When I was 
using, people throwin’ me jobs!’ I would 
comc to intcrviews-I mean, I would hc 
using, I was using drugs, and pcoplc 
would say, ‘Oh, comc work for us.’ I’m 
d a n  I un’t wen find a job. Whcn 1 was 
using, I had child arc, I could work any 
job, I had child carc. Now I’m clcan I 
can’t cvcn get nobody to watch my chil- 
drcn. Using, my daddy would givc mc a 
ride to work, and pick mc up from work 
no matter whcrc I worked. I’m clcan. I 
can’t even gct him to drivc mc to the 
s t ~ t ~ !  Right! And I’m BEING responsiblc 
and I’m doing the right thing. I go out 
cvery day and I give this world a hundred 
perccnr and i r  rpici back ar me. And I get 
up in rhc morning and-I’m not ungrate- 
ful! I’m angry! I’m angry bccausc rhc 
womcn in my women’s group are working 
and I ain’t working and I wanna work! I‘rn 
angry because CvcrjThing good happens 
to thcm in their recovcry and I’m not hav- 
ing any fun in my recovcry! I’m angry he- 
cause rhey’rc having good luck and I‘m 

. 

having murcd-up luck! I’m angry because 
they get to bouncc around at the meetings 
and go to clubs, and bc free, and I’ve got 
to tell my kids, ‘Shhh, be quiet at the 
meeting, shhhh. not right now,’ so I can 
jus t  hear something to he lp  mc gct 
through rhc day. Bur let me go!” shc says, 
listening for a moment. 

“Okay. I’ll gct uscd to it.” 
Shc listens again, thcn says: “Shoes, 

and gctting rhcir nails done.” 
Shc listcns again. “We chose children. 

Righr. Right. Right. Okay. I love you. 
Okay, I’ll ull you after the mcering. Grow 
up? Okay! All right! 

And thcn the job-hunting woman 
hangs up. 

later,  she reveals that shc is a recover- 
ing crack addict, an Arlington native, a 
high school graduate. Her mother, a drug 
u x r  and drug dcalcr, is d a d  of AIDS. She 
was raiscd by her grandmochcr, at lust un- 
til shc was a cccnagcr, when her mothcr, 
suddenly attcntivc, recruited hcr into the 
drug trade. She heamc addicted, l i c  hcr 
mom, a habit that landed hcr in jail, at 
which point her children wcrc taken from 
hcr, induding thc baby girl she had in jail, 
whosc birth made her rcsolvc to change 
cvcrything about her life. N o w - o n  pro- 
bation-shc has her children back, and 
shc has been ordcrcd by thc court to stay 
clean and gct a job. 

What she wane, by way of thc phones, 
is a normal life, a normal job with a 401(k) 
plan. a life whcrc she can go to work in thc 
morning and come home at night, maybc 
savc cnough so that someday she can go to 
Disncy World and gcr a picture of “my 
kids and me, in the Teacup.” In order to 
gcr this she needs not to relapse, which shc 
has donc during strcssful periods in thc 
past, so what she wants, specifically, from 
thc phones, is the advice and support of 
people likc hcr grandmother, her aunt, her 
therapist, her Alcoholics Anonymous 
mentor, whom she calls during hcr job 
hunt, from phones all ovcr Arlingron, all 
day long. 

And somctimes pcoplc call her, too. 
They call her on the pay phonc at the shcl- 
tcr. One night, recently, it was her father 
calling. Shc doesn’t talk to him very ohcn, 
and was surprised and glad to hcar from 
him. He is a diabetic, and has kidney 
prohlcms, and it turned out that hc nccds 
a transplant. 

“He said, ‘I need a kidncy. Can you 
give mc a kidney?’ That’s how hc said it,” 
She laughs, now, as shc recalls thc convcr- 
sarion. “It’s amazing, the things pcoplc say 
on a pay phonc.” m 
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The Newspaper of Silicon Valley 

IT WAS A DARK AND STORMY NIGHT. REALLY. 

Published Tucsday. March 6,2001. in 
the Sin  Jose Mercury News 
By Barbara Egkrt 

I was 5 miles into my 
aftcmoon commute one Thursday in 
JUIW when the timing belt snapped 
on my 6 - y u r d d  Ford Escort. 
Minculourly. h.ffic o p e d  up just in 
tim for me to coast to a stop on the 
rhwlda. I set my f l a s k  blinking, 
popped open my umbrella and trudged 
ncdh to the next exit. My objective: a 
pay P-. 

fint off-mllp M one. And that really 
Luckily. the motel near the 

was lucky. because pay phones arc 
dislppuing, in the Bay A r a  and 
mrywhcrrelse. I mule ninecalls on 
tbrt phone: three to my husbrnd (in 
mothmarumdc) ud six to find a 
tow company that saved Milpitas and 
M a  truck to span in the next hour. 

phone. you ask? Simple: I dont own 
one. Cell phone saturation seems to be 
the norm in Silicon Vdky.  We daily 
ampla in  of people who drive, cat and 
ahop wbile phoniag. But most 
A m a i m  don\ own ffill phones. 
Theykc an expensive luxury, and they 
dont even function in many rural 

Why didnt I use my cell 

ucps. 
Once a fixture of the 

American landscape. pay phones are 
fading away. The Los Angeles Times 
qortcd in January that they were 
vanishing in California at the rate of 
1,OOO a month last year. This is 
causing problems for the millions of 
people who still rely on pay phones to 
deal with emergencies. get directions 
on the road and generally take care of 
life’s business. It’s especially serious 
for the more than 5 
million Americans who dont even 
have home phones. 

The big telephone companies 
used to keep unprofitable pay phones 
open by subsidizing them from other 
parts of their operations, but that was 
outlawed by a 1996 federal regulation. 

The new rule was supposed 
to make it easier for independent pay 
phone companies to compctc. But pay 
phone providus have suffcrcd from 
the proliferation of cell phoncs. the 
difficulty of recovering mts from 
toll-free calls. and the failure of state 
govcmmcnts to establish the amounts 
the independents must pay tbc big 
companies for access to phone lines. 

wants the Federal Communications 
Commission to step in with 
regulations that makc it feasible to 
keep pay phones available. Sounds 
good to me. Competition is fine as 
long as it lends to greatex choice and 
accessibility. But when large numbers 
of people arc losing acccss to 
something as fundamental as 
telephones, it’s time for the 
government to step in. 

most serious in poor and rural areas. 
BellSouth Corp. announced last month 
it will get rid of 143.000 pay phones in 
the South within two ycars. Who will 
suffer the most? 
Millions of low income Southerners 
who rely on pay phones in front of gas 
stations and general stores. 

In California the loss is felt 
most keenly in the vast rural areas. in 
inncr cities and on school campuses. 
Figures locally are hard to come by. 
but one indusby e x p i  estima~cs [pay 
phoncs] in the Bay Area have been 
disappcaring at 10 percent to 20 
percent a year. That still leaves 
probably 60,000 in the ninesounty 
area. But will there always be one 
available for the homeless man. 

Now the pay phone industry 

The loss of pay phones is 

banacd woman or runaway teen 
trying to call a hotline for help? The 
odds demase  each time a phone is 
removed. 

avoid the expense of cell phone 
ownership (not to mention the 
complicated promotions, rcswictions. 

incomprehensible jargon) I at least 
have the option. But the poor dont 
have that choice. How will they cope? 

Phone m i c e  has become as 
basic to our society as clccaicity and 
paved roads. Let’s make sure it stays 
that way. Bring back the pay phones. 

Borbara EgbeH is a Memuv News 
ediforial writer. 

Although for now I choose to 

spccial chargcs, exh. fas and 
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Lack of payphones makes campus unnecessarily dangerous 

Where are the pay phones on this campus? I know there are a few 
scattered in various buildings. However, there are some buildings 
where it is virtually impossible to find a pay phone and it becomes 
even more of a scavenger hunt once you go outside of the buildings. 
LSU is a large campus with over 3 0 , 0 0 0  students. It is very eerie at 
night in some areas on campus. Once, a couple of years back, I was 
stuck on campus around 2 am. after the library closed. I was 
lollygagging and talking to friends and then we headed in different 
directions to our cars. When I got to my car I had a problem starting 
it. 

I ran back to the library but the doors were locked. I tried to see if 
my friends were still around but they were not. I went to various 
buildings pulling on doors to no avail. Finally I arrived at the 
Astronomy and Physics Department where luckily I saw one lone graduate 
student going into the building. He had a key. I told him my situation 
and he let me in to use the telephone in his office. He saved me that 
night. (Which now I know wasn't really safe either). Thank God he 
wasn't a serial killer or rapist. 
I know that this is the age of technological advancement and that a 
lot of students possess cell phones but still a lot of students do 
not. While I do not think it is appropriate to add a pay phone to each 
and every corner on campus. I do feel that a couple of pay phones on 
the outside of buildings, or near The Union even, would be sufficient. 
I am sure that if I was caught in that situation other students have 
been also. And what about the countless visitors to our CarnpUS? I 
can't count how many times I have been stopped by people asking me 
where the nearest pay phone is. 

Shienne Jones 
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